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AUTOBIOGRAPHY IN A L E X A N D E R 
NECKAM'S LAUS SAPIENTIAE DIVINAE 
Ronald E . Pepin 
Thomas Wright, the p r o l i f i c t e x t u a l e d i t o r o f the n i n e t e e n t h 
c e n t u r y , consigned an important work to r e l a t i v e o b l i v i o n by d e s c r i b i n g 
i t as a mere paraphrase o f a lo n g e r t r e a t i s e . The l e n g t h y p r e f a c e t o 
h i s e d i t i o n o f Alexander Neckam a b r u p t l y d i s m i s s e s the poem Laas 
Sapientiae Divinae on the grounds t h a t these v e r s e s review the m a t e r i a l 
o f De naturis rerum, the author's e n c y c l o p e d i a o f n a t u r a l h i s t o r y . ^ 
Y e t , a c a r e f u l examination o f the l o n g , e l e g i a c poem r e v e a l s much use-
f u l i n f o r m a t i o n which has no c o u n t e r p a r t i n the prose work; i t y i e l d s 
many v a l u a b l e i n s i g h t s i n t o the author's p e r s o n a l i t y , s c h o l a r l y pur-
poses, and the i n t e l l e c t u a l m i l i e u i n which he pursued these aims. T h i s 
study focuses on autobiography i n the composition which brought t o a 
c l o s e the l i t e r a r y c a r e e r o f a l e a r n e d and outspoken f i g u r e o f e a r l y 
t h i r t e e n t h - c e n t u r y England. 
The main o u t l i n e s o f Neckam's p e r s o n a l h i s t o r y have been e s t a b l i s h e d . 
He was born, a c c o r d i n g t o one c h r o n i c l e r , on the same n i g h t as K i n g 
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R i c h a r d I (September 3, 1157). H i s boyhood and e a r l y t r a i n i n g were 
at S a i n t Albans'; l a t e r he s t u d i e d and l e c t u r e d a t P a r i s (between 
1175-82) and taught both a t Dunstable and S a i n t Albans'. A f t e r f u r t h e r 
s t u d i e s at Oxford (between 1190-97), he j o i n e d the A u g u s t i n i a n canons 
(ca. 1200), becoming Abbot o f C i r e n c e s t e r i n 1213. He d i e d i n 1217, a 
d i s t i n g u i s h e d p r o f e s s o r and author. 
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The poem Laus Sapientiae Divinae, composed a t the c l o s e o f Neckam's 
l i f e , c o n t a i n s a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l i n f o r m a t i o n and r e f l e c t i v e moments not 
d i s c o v e r e d i n h i s o t h e r w r i t i n g s . T h i s i s one o f the poem's d i s t i n c t i v e 
f e a t u r e s . The author's r e t r o s p e c t i v e mood, i n i t s e l f , suggests t h a t 
he was w r i t i n g i n advanced age, f o r he addresses the s u b j e c t o f o l d 
age s e v e r a l t i m e s . In a survey o f b i r d s , f o r example, h i s o b s e r v a t i o n 
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o f the v u l t u r e l e a d s to a m e d i t a t i o n on aging and impending death. 
I n a passage r e m i n i s c e n t of J u v e n a l , he imagines h i m s e l f a f f l i c t e d by a l l 
the i n f i r m i t i e s o f the p a s s i n g y e a r s : white h a i r , d e a f n e s s , poor eye-
s i g h t , l o s s o f t a s t e , t r e m b l i n g l i m b s , mental d u l l n e s s . 5 A l i t t l e l a t e r , 
h i s p r a i s e f o r the warm s p r i n g s o f Bath, so s o o t h i n g t o weary bones, 
has a p e r s o n a l r i n g t o i t : 
Bathoniae thermis v i x p r a e f e r o V i r g i l i a n a s ; 
Confecto prosunt balnea n o s t r a s e n i . (3:271-72) 
At times h i s v e r s e s lament the s w i f t passage o f the y e a r s , 6 and he 
b i t t e r l y r e g r e t s wasted time: 
Temporis a m i s s i jacturam d e f l e o , de me 
Conqueror, annus a b i t , non r e d i t u r u s a b i t . 
Hal q u o c i e n s , ha! quot a m i s i tempora, morum 
P r o d i g u s , ha! s t u d u i p r o d i t o r esse mei. (4:344-47) 
F i n a l l y , as the poem concludes, Neckam defends h i s s p o r t i v e v e r s i f y i n g 
by n o t i n g t h a t s i c k l y o l d age i s o f t e n f o r g e t f u l o f i t s e l f , and a 
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d o t i n g o l d man b e g i n s to be a boy a g a i n . Though the poet's o b s e r v a t i o n s 
on s e n e c t i t u d e are c l i c h e d , they i n d i c a t e c l e a r l y the author's p r e -
o c c u p a t i o n w i t h the s u b j e c t ; they are s i n c e r e , and c o n f i r m the o p i n i o n 
t h a t the poem "appears t o have been w r i t t e n a t a c o n s i d e r a b l y l a t e r 
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p e r i o d o f Neckam's l i f e . " 
The work was n o t , however, composed by an e n f e e b l e d a u t h o r . 
Neckam o f t e n a s s u r e s h i s reader t h a t h i s poem i s a s o l a c e and a d i s -
t r a c t i o n from the anxious cares of the c u r i a . Although the p r e c i s e 
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nature of h i s r e l a t i o n s w i t h the c o u r t are u n c e r t a i n , the immediacy 
o f h i s frequent d e n u n c i a t i o n s suggests t h a t the w r i t e r was v i g o r o u s l y 
i n v o l v e d i n day t o day a c t i v i t i e s o f a d m i n i s t r a t i o n , and t h a t h i s 
d u t i e s exposed him t o danger and d e t r a c t i o n . 1 0 Often h i s v e r s e s 
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resemble a n t i - c o u r t s a t i r e o f a type so common i n the t w e l f t h c e n t u r y : 
C u r i a magnatum v i r t u t u m d e j i c i t artem, 
In qua nunc v i r g o , nunc puer I p h i s e r i t . 
Immutat mores, animos e f f e m i n a t , orbem 
C o n f u d i t , l e g e s abrogat, aera s i t i t . 
Lucrum v e n a t u r , i n d i g n o s promovet, a r c e t 
J u r a , c o l i t f r a u d e s , v i r a p i t , a r t e nocet. 
Regnat i b i v i t i u m quod nomen t r a x i t ab a u l a , 
L i v o r edax, f a s t u s , ambitus, i r a , Venus. 
Spes f r u c t u s e r u c i a t , auraeque f a v o r p o p u l a r i s , 
I l l a m demulcet s o l l i c i t a t q u e t i m o r . 
C u r i a se c u r i s a g i t a t , f e r i t a l t a s e c u r i s . 
Rebus s e c u r i s ha.' p e r i t u r a f u r i s . (3:175-86) 
One d i s c o v e r s s i m i l a r p o e t i c o u t b u r s t s i n such E n g l i s h f i g u r e s as John 
o f S a l i s b u r y , John o f H a n v i l l e , N i g e l W i r e k e r . ^ N e v e r t h e l e s s , one 
must take s e r i o u s l y Neckam's a t t a c k on abuses rampant a t c o u r t , and h i s 
own frequent r e s o l v e t o seek c o n s o l a t i o n i n h i s w r i t i n g : 
Sed ne me curae perdant, ego perdere c u r a s , 
D e c r e v i saltern s i m p l i c i t a t e s t i l i . (3:955-56; c f . 5:333-34) 
A p p a r e n t l y the abbot secured h i s r e t r e a t from time t o time, f o r 
h i s poem i s f i l l e d w i t h p e r s o n a l o b s e r v a t i o n s o f the n a t u r a l w o r l d , and 
w i t h evidence o f wide r e a d i n g i n l i t e r a t u r e , h i s t o r y , and n a t u r a l 
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s c i e n c e . Neckam has been viewed as a p r o t o s c i e n t i s t , and a study o f 
Laus Sapientiae Divinae c o n f i r m s t h i s r e p u t a t i o n . The author remarks 
on h i s own study o f medicine,''" 3 and, i n f a c t , the e n t i r e poem r e v e a l s 
a w o n d e r f u l l y c u r i o u s mind and a d e l i g h t i n e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n r a r e i n the 
age. Neckam i s a p r e c u r s o r o f G r o s s e t e s t e and the n a t u r a l s c i e n t i s t s 
among the Oxford F r a n c i s c a n s and the P a r i s Dominicans o f the next 
g e n e r a t i o n . 
Time and a g a i n i n the poem Neckam underscores h i s p e r s o n a l i n v o l v e -
ment i n s c i e n c e by use o f f i r s t person formulas, such as " n o t a v i 
admirans," and by expressed f r u s t r a t i o n over v e x i n g q u e s t i o n s , such as 
why t h e r e are no green f l o w e r s : 
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Haec me s o l l i c i t a t magis a n x i a q u a e s t i o , quare 
F l o s n u l l u s v i r i d i s , s i t tamen herba v i r e n s . (8:167-68) 
Though much o f h i s m a t e r i a l i s paraphrased from P l i n y the E l d e r and 
S o l i n u s , Neckam i s a t p a i n s t o demonstrate h i s own c o n f i r m a t i o n o f 
these t e x t b o o k s , e s p e c i a l l y i n o r n i t h o l o g y . In o b s e r v i n g the v u l t u r e , 
he i s as q u i e t as a s t a t u e ("quern cernens s t a t u a t a c i t u r n i o r haereo"); 
h i s d e s c r i p t i o n o f an eagle and her young s t r a i n s our c r e d i b i l i t y , but, 
n e v e r t h e l e s s , the poet i s c l e a r l y d e s c r i b i n g p e r s o n a l study o f the b i r d 
i n i t s h a b i t a t . 1 5 The remarkable v i v i d n e s s o f a passage on cock f i g h t -
i n g suggests t h a t he had w i t n e s s e d t h a t s p o r t t o o ! 1 6 
Neckam was a v o r a c i o u s r e a d e r , as a t t e s t e d by the l a r g e number o f 
w r i t e r s he quotes, but h i s c u r i o s i t y i m p e l l e d him t o t e s t h i s a u t h o r i t i e s 
as much as p o s s i b l e . Though some i n c o r r e c t , even l u d i c r o u s matter 
remains i n h i s poem (and i n De naturis rerum), i t u s u a l l y concerns 
a s p e c t s o f n a t u r e which Neckam was powerless t o examine f o r h i m s e l f . In 
these i n s t a n c e s he was c o n t e n t to r e p o r t h i s s o u r c e s , which i n c l u d e the 
s c i e n t i s t s , as w e l l as V e r g i l , O v i d , and o t h e r p o e t s . The l a t t e r he 
r e c o g n i z e d c l e a r l y as composing " f i c t a " which d e l i g h t the r e a d e r , 1 7 and 
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he o f t e n acknowledged h i s own s p o r t i v e Muse. 
Perhaps Neckam i n c l u d e d the o c c a s i o n a l p o e t i c f a b l e s i n Laus 
Sapientiae Divinae t o r e l i e v e the u n r e s t r a i n e d d i d a c t i c i s m o f the p i e c e . 
For the l e a r n e d abbot was a pedant. H i s work i s r e p l e t e w i t h etymol-
o g i e s , author c i t a t i o n s , a l l u s i o n s , and c u r i o s i t i e s . C l e a r l y , the poet 
was w r i t i n g f o r s t u d e n t s . Undoubtedly h i s c o m p o s i t i o n was i n t e n d e d 
f o r monastic s c h o l a r s who would a p p r e c i a t e h i s m o r a l i s t i c tone and 
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share h i s contempt f o r ig n o r a n c e . In f a c t , the most o b t r u s i v e 
c o n s t a n t i n the poem i s Neckam's u t t e r scorn f o r the u n l e t t e r e d o p i n i o n s 
o f the "vulgus" and the " g a r r u l a t u r b a . " Again and a g a i n he r e j e c t s 
u n s c i e n t i f i c and u n a u t h o r i t a t i v e c o n v i c t i o n s w i t h e x p r e s s i o n s such as 
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" c r e d u l a t u r b a p u t a t " and "vulgus f i n g e r e multa s o l e t . " The frequency 
o f such remarks i n the poem emphasizes Neckam's s e r i o u s a t t i t u d e toward 
s c i e n t i f i c i n q u i r y , and s u r e l y i m p l i e s t h a t h i s o f t - a d d r e s s e d "candide 
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l e c t o r " belonged t o an i n t e l l e c t u a l c i r c l e . 
Neckam's o s t e n t a t i o u s s t y l e i s p r o b a b l y another i n d i c a t o r o f a 
l e a r n e d r e a d e r , as w e l l as o f h i s own d e l i g h t i n v e r b a l d i s p l a y . He 
enjoyed puns, and o f t e n i n d u l g e d i n word p l a y on proper names, such as 
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c a l l i n g A p o l l o ' s l o v e l y f a v o u r i t e "puellarum s p e c i o s a corona C o r o n i s . " 
The t e x t i n c l u d e s many f a n c i f u l e t y m o l o g i e s , e s p e c i a l l y the names of 
v a r i o u s s p e c i e s of a n i m a l s , b i r d s , and f i s h . However, a l l i t e r a t i o n was 
Neckam's f a v o u r i t e a f f e c t a t i o n , employed almost w i t h o u t r e l i e f . Thus, 
he used the d e v i c e t o address f i s h : 
B a r b u l e , barba t i b i , gustus c a p i t i s c a p i t o n i , 
Dat nomen, s i c u t t r u d e r e , t r u t a , t i b i ; (3:641-42) 
o r d e s c r i b e the asp: 
Obstrusas aures a s p i s s i b i p r o s p i c i t a r t e . (9:289) 
He was e q u a l l y u n s p a r i n g o f r e p e t i t i o n : 
F a l l e r e f a l l a c e s non e s t f a l l a c i a , curas 
F a l l e r e , nec f a l l i , saepe l i c e r e p uto; (3:958-59) 
e s p e c i a l l y anaphora: 
H i s s t u d i i s Adae s u c c e s s i o tempora praebet; 
His s t u d i i s animus se r e c r e a r e s o l e t . 
Hi s s t u d i i s c u r as e x p e l l e r e s i t t i b i curae; 
Hi s s t u d i i s studium c o n t i n u a r e stude. (10:167-70) 
Though such u n r e l e n t i n g extremes might have taxed the p a t i e n c e 
o f the mediaeval a u d i t o r , as they s u r e l y weary the modern r e a d e r , 
Neckam undoubtedly d e l i g h t e d i n them and e x e r c i s e d h i s i n g e n u i t y i n t h e i r 
c o m p o s i t i o n . I am c o n f i d e n t t h a t he saw them as ample evidence o f h i s 
mastery o f p o e t i c forms. Furthermore, i f we take h i s a p o l o g i a s e r i o u s l y , 
as we s h o u l d , he wrote t o d i s t r a c t h i m s e l f from gnawing c a r e s , and such 
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c r e a t i v e e f f o r t s c e r t a i n l y gave him s a t i s f a c t i o n . 
Neckam d i d have d e t r a c t o r s . H i s responses to them, i n t e r s p e r s e d 
throughout the poem, are not uncommon f o r the p e r i o d : h i s c r i t i c s are 
e n v i o u s ; they attempt to r i d i c u l e o t h e r s ' w r i t i n g s w i t h o u t p r o d u c i n g 
a n y t h i n g b e n e f i c i a l themselves; such presumption l e d Z o i l u s t o r a i l a t 
the " d i v i n e " song o f Homer and o t h e r s t o a s s a i l the splendor o f V e r g i l ' s 
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p o e t r y . Neckam c l e v e r l y p l a c e s h i m s e l f i n the company o f such 
a u t h o r s , and then r e i t e r a t e s the f a m i l i a r , i f f a d i n g , theme o f the 
grammarians t h a t the moderns r e l y on the g r e a t achievements o f these 
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" l i g h t s o f the w o r l d " : 
D e l i r o s r e putant p a t r e s , e t lumina raundi 
T a n t i f u l g o r i s l u c e c a r e r e p u t a n t . 
Haec n i s i f u l s i s s e n t d o c t r i n a e lumine t e r r i s , 
Languerent t e n e b r i s tempora n o s t r a s u i s . 
N i p r a e c e s s i s s e t patrum veneranda s e n e c t u s , 
Omnino s t e r i l i s n o s t r a j u v e n t a f o r e t . (5:23-28) 
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In f a c t , from John of S a l i s b u r y ' s Metalogicon he borrows the w e l l -
known d w a r f / g i a n t aphorism: 
Majorum famam, v i r e s , f a s t i g i a , sensum 
V i n c e r e se j a c t a t t u r b a l a b o r e b r e v i . 
Hal miser i n n i x u s humeris s t a s , nane, g i g a n t i s ; 
Huic a s c r i b e , m i s e r , s i qua remota v i d e s . (2:921-24) 
Of course, such statements c l e a r l y p l a c e Alexander Neckam among the 
L a t i n defenders o f the a r t e s whose su r r e n d e r t o the ascendant d i s c i p l i n e s 
o f s c h o l a s t i c i s m was almost complete. 
Defense o f the l i b e r a l a r t s was not Neckam's primary aim i n com-
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p o s i n g h i s d i d a c t i c v e r s e s . S o l a c e and d i s t r a c t i o n from a n x i e t i e s 
were a l s o n o t h i s foremost reason f o r w r i t i n g . H i s purpose was p r e c i s e l y 
announced i n the t i t l e Laus Sapientiae Divinae and c o n s t a n t l y r e a f f i r m e d 
throughout the work. In the t r a d i t i o n o f A u g u s t i n e , a n t i c i p a t i n g the 
s p i r i t o f F r a n c i s and Bonaventure, Neckam saw i n the wonders o f the 
n a t u r a l w o r l d the m a n i f e s t a t i o n o f God's power, g l o r y , and l o v e . Thus, 
h i s o b s e r v a t i o n s o f nature are t u r n e d r e p e a t e d l y toward the d i v i n e 
a r t i f i c e r . H i s p r a c t i c e i n t h i s poem e x e m p l i f i e s the two c o n s t a n t s o f 
monastic c u l t u r e i n the Middle Ages: the " l i t e r a r y " c h a r a c t e r o f 
w r i t i n g s and t h e i r m y s t i c a l o r i e n t a t i o n . 2 7 
For Neckam, a l l c r e a t i o n r e f l e c t e d the majesty o f d i v i n e wisdom, 
and a l l i t s p a r t s were symbols g u i d i n g Man's p r o g r e s s towards h i s t r u e 
home. Streams l i k e the Seine symbolize the course o f l i f e , the sea i s 
death's image, the moon i s the "typus" o f the Church, and so on. Though 
the author e x h i b i t s " t h a t s i n g u l a r p a s s i o n f o r m o r a l i z i n g upon f a c t s " 
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which Wright noted as c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f the p e r i o d , he i s not an 
e x t r e m i s t . S u r e l y , Neckam c o u l d i n t e r r u p t a d i s c o u r s e on f i s h e s t o 
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c e n t u r y book l i s t c o n v i n c i n g l y a s c r i b e d t o Neckam by Hask i n s , though 
q u i t e summary, comprises an i m p r e s s i v e number o f b a s i c works. Laus 
Sapientiae Divinae a l s o o f f e r s i n s i g h t s i n t o h i s l i t e r a r y p r e d i l e c t i o n s 
There i s no need t o rehearse f u l l y the l i s t o f w r i t e r s t o whom Neckam i 
i n d e b t e d . Among the poets h i s f a v o u r i t e s were Ovid, Lucan, Horace, 
J u v e n a l , and V e r g i l , e s p e c i a l l y the Gecrgics. Popular authors o f the 
mediaeval s c h o o l c u r r i c u l u m , such as Macrobius and Martianus C a p e l l a , 
are w e l l r e p r e s e n t e d . Given Neckam's keen i n t e r e s t i n n a t u r a l h i s t o r y , 
we are not s u r p r i s e d t o d i s c o v e r g r e a t r e l i a n c e on the e l d e r P l i n y and 
S o l i n u s ' Polyhistor. Of course, t h e r e are many S c r i p t u r a l a l l u s i o n s , 
as w e l l as commonplace acknowledgements o f A r i s t o t l e ' s genius and 
C i c e r o ' s eloquence. However, a s i n g u l a r aspect o f Neckam's sources i n 
t h i s poem i s h i s use o f "moderni," the w r i t e r s o f h i s own and the 
p r e c e d i n g g e n e r a t i o n . 
In the f i f t h d i s t i n c t i o Neckam c r e a t e s the o c c a s i o n t o d i s p l a y h i s 
cosmopolitanism i n a survey o f Europe's major c i t i e s . H i s treatment o f 
the separate c i t i e s i s uneven, but f o r most he o f f e r s h i s t o r i c a l 
anecdotes, e t y m o l o g i e s , l o c a l heroes, e s p e c i a l l y m a r t y r s , t h e i r tombs, 
and w r i t e r s . T h i s p o r t i o n o f the poem (5:181-930) i s among the most 
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f a s c i n a t i n g o f the p i e c e , but my remarks w i l l be c o n f i n e d t o Neckam's 
c i t a t i o n o f l a t e r mediaeval a u t h o r s . F o r example, a d d r e s s i n g P o i t i e r s , 
he b i d s the c i t y e n r o l l G i l b e r t among i t s g r e a t e s t g l o r i e s , w h i l e he 
d e c l a r e s t h a t the t w i n peaks of Parnassus y i e l d t o the wonderful p o e t r y 
34 
a s s o c i a t e d w i t h O r l e a n s . He l a v i s h e s p r a i s e on H i l d e b e r t o f L a v a r d i n , 
a l l u d i n g t o both h i s e c c l e s i a s t i c a l and s e c u l a r w r i t i n g s : 
P l u r i m a f e s t i v e s c r i p s i t d i c t a m i n a , s c r i p s i t 
S i c u t hyems laurum, Pergama f l e r e n o l o . 
A l t a r i s q u e s a c r i d o c u i t m y s t e r i a , necnon 
Causam qua C h r i s t u s e t Deus e s t e t homo. 
Depinxitque s t i l o p l a c i d e mores m u l i e b r e s , 
Multaque quae g r a v i s e s t enumerare l a b o r . ( 5 : 6 1 3 - 1 8 ) 3 5 
Neckam i s c u r i o u s l y s i l e n t on n a t i v e a u t h o r s i n h i s b r i e f treatment o f 
E n g l i s h c i t i e s , except t h a t he h a i l s Bede as " v i r e g r e g i u s , " one whose 
geni u s the e n t i r e w o r l d cannot c o n t a i n . However, i n t e r n a l evidence o f 
the poem co n f i r m s t h a t Neckam read two im p o r t a n t c o m p a t r i o t s whom he 
never a c t u a l l y names. 
110 
p o i n t a moral and t o emphasize h i s p u r s u i t o f v i r t u e above a l l : 
Sed dum naturae v i r e s c o n s i d o r o , logos 
Approbo v i r t u t u m , c o n s i l i u m q u e noto. 
P i s c e s cerno s u i s contentos f i n i b u s , a t nos 
Pro d o l o r ! i n praeceps caeca cupido t r a h i t . 
A r r i p i t arma f u r o r , a l i e n a s occupat urbes, 
Gazas, r u r a , domos, o p p i d a , regna, d o l u s . (3:651-56) 
Vet, the moralism o f h i s work does not drown out e v e r y t h i n g e l s e . I n 
one p o e t i c survey a f t e r another — b i r d s , f i s h , animals — he i s l e s s 
concerned w i t h moral symbolism than w i t h the wonders of the n a t u r a l 
w o r l d themselves. He i s eager to d e s c r i b e the m e d i c i n a l value and 
h e a l t h f u l p r o p e r t i e s o f p l a n t s and m i n e r a l s . He i s k e e n l y i n t e r e s t e d 
i n such mundane matters as cures f o r dog b i t e and f i n e - t a s t i n g f i s h . 
Never does h i s moral tone approach the s u s t a i n e d vehemence o f Bernard 
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o f M o r l a i s , though h i s lament f o r Man's f a l l e n s t a t e can s u r e l y be 
deemed m o n a s t i c a l l y s t r i d e n t : 
S i t o t naturae d o t e s , s i t a n t a d a t o r i s 
Munera, s i sese cernere c u r e t homo.' 
O s i se non contempnat, s i g r a t u s ad ipsum 
Auctorem l a e t a mente r e c u r r a t homo.' 
0 s i primaevae memor e s s e t n o b i l i t a t i s ! 
O s i v i t a r e t t u r p i a , vana, d o l o s ! 
0 v i r e s animae, r a t i o n i s m i r a p o t e s t a s , 
C i v i b u s a n g e l i c i s nos f a c i t esse p a r e s . (10:27-34) 
In s h o r t , a c a r e f u l reader of the t e x t must conclude t h a t Alexander 
Neckam was a C h r i s t i a n humanist i n the f i n e s t t r a d i t i o n . He d i s p l a y s 
a concern f o r Man's p h y s i c a l and s p i r i t u a l h e a l t h , an e a r n e s t d e v o t i o n 
t o the v i r t u o u s l i f e , and an i m p r e s s i v e " l i t e r a r y " c u l t i v a t i o n . 
The b r e a d t h o f Neckam's l i t e r a r y i n t e r e s t s i s one o f h i s most 
a t t r a c t i v e and i m p o r t a n t f e a t u r e s f o r the modern s t u d e n t . 3 0 H i s prose 
t r e a t i s e demonstrates a comfortable acquaintance w i t h a l a r g e number o f 
a u t h o r s , r e p r e s e n t i n g the c l a s s i c s t o near-contemporaries, i n c l u d i n g 
some o f the e a r l y t r a n s l a t i o n s o f A r i s t o t l e from Greek and A r a b i c . He 
even d i s p l a y s some knowledge o f Hebrew. In a d d i t i o n , the l a t e t w e l f t h -
I l l 
Foremost among E n g l i s h sources f o r Neckam was Geo f f r e y o f Monmouth. 
Undoubtedly G e o f f r e y ' s r o m a n t i c i z e d n a r r a t i v e and h i s l o v e of the 
c u r i o u s i n t r i g u e d Neckam, whose own work evidences a s i m i l a r temperament. 
Neckam's r e l i a n c e on the H i s t o r i a Regum Britanniae i s demonstrable i n 
many i n s t a n c e s where our author t r e a t s o f E n g l i s h h i s t o r y . For example, 
h i s d e s c r i p t i o n o f the founding o f Trinovantum by Brutus (3:825 f f . ) , 
and the heroes whose bones now r e s t i n the famous c i t y , are drawn from 
G e o f f r e y ' s account. The d e t a i l s which Neckam a t t a c h e s t o h i s summary 
p o r t r a i t s o f B e l i n u s , Gorbonianus, Lud (who renamed the c i t y a f t e r 
h i m s e l f , i . e . L u n d r e s ) , V o r t i m e r , and Cadwallo are taken from h i s work, 
as i s the s t o r y o f Nennius, who ca p t u r e d Caesar's sword, c a l l e d "Yellow 
Death," and was b u r i e d w i t h i t . Neckam a l s o adopted etymologies 
(e.g. Humber named a f t e r a k i n g o f the Huns who drowned i n t h a t stream) 
and legends (e.g. t h a t M e r l i n and Utherpendragon moved the Chorea 
Gigantum from I r e l a n d t o S a l i s b u r y p l a i n ) from the H i s t o r i a Regum.^ 
H i s numerous borrowings from G e o f f r e y o f Monmouth are unacknowledged i n 
Laus Sapientiae Divinae, and they have no c o u n t e r p a r t i n De naturis 
rerum. The prose t r e a t i s e , though r i c h i n anecdotes and exempla, i s 
d e v o i d o f the h i s t o r i c a l m a t e r i a l which d e l i g h t s us i n the poem. 
Neckam's v e r s e s a l s o b e t r a y the i n f l u e n c e o f another E n g l i s h 
w r i t e r — John o f S a l i s b u r y . A g a i n , our poet never mentions the g r e a t 
humanist by name, nor does he c i t e h i s works. However, Neckam's 
r e s i d e n c e a t S a i n t Alban's would c e r t a i n l y have p r o v i d e d access t o 
38 
John's w r i t i n g s , f o r the e a r l i e s t e x t a n t m a n u s c r i p t o f h i s books was 
c o p i e d there d u r i n g the tenure o f Abbot Simon (1167-88). As noted above, 
Neckam's use o f the famous d w a r f / g i a n t aphorism d e r i v e s from the 
Metalogicon, w h i l e h i s d e n u n c i a t i o n s o f the c u r i a bear s t r o n g resemblance 
39 
t o John s Entheticus de dogmate philosophorum. In a d d i t i o n , t h e r e 
are o t h e r s i m i l a r i t i e s between John's major v e r s e composition and Laus 
Sapientiae Divinae. The two l e n g t h y e l e g i a c poems share enough 
th e m a t i c and v e r b a l c o i n c i d e n c e to suggest t h a t the l a t e r w r i t e r 
borrowed from the e a r l i e r . Neckam p r o b a b l y took h i s f a v o u r i t e p h rase, 
" g a r r u l a t u r b a , " from John (Enth. 40), a l o n g w i t h o t h e r e x p r e s s i o n s o f 
40 
d i r e c t address. The d i s c u s s i o n s o f l o v e and f e a r are s i m i l a r i n the 
two works, as are the c l o s i n g addresses t o the " l i b e l l u s . " Neckam's 
c r i t i c i s m (2:919-34) o f those who d e n i g r a t e the auctores w h i l e b o a s t i n g 
o f t h e i r own e f f o r t l e s s a c q u i s i t i o n o f knowledge i s immediately 
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r e m i n i s c e n t of John's Metalogicon and Entheticus: 
S i c n i s i c o m p l a c i t o p u e r i s sermone l o q u a r i s , 
Conspuet i n faciem g a r r u l a t u r b a tuam. 
S i s a p i s a u c t o r e s , veterum s i s c r i p t a r e c e n s e s , 
Ut s t a t u a s , s i q u i d f o r t e probare v e l i s , 
Undique clamabunt 'vetus h i e quo t e n d i t a s e l l u s ? 
Cur veterum nobis d i c t a v e l a c t a r e f e r t ? 
A nobis sapimus, d o c u i t se n o s t r a j u v e n t u s , 
Non r e c i p i t veterum dogmata n o s t r a cohors 
Non onus acc i p i m u s , u t eorum verba sequamur, 
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Quos habet a u c t o r e s Graecxa, Roma c o l i t . 
Neckam's poem, as we have seen, not o n l y bears w i t n e s s t o the 
author's i m p r e s s i v e s c h o l a r l y a t t a i n m e n t s but a l s o serves as a barometer 
o f e n c y c l o p e d i c l e a r n i n g a t the b e g i n n i n g o f the t h i r t e e n t h c e n t u r y . 
The work a l s o holds i n t e r e s t f o r i t s t o p i c a l i t y . We have a l r e a d y 
noted t h a t he was a defender o f the l i b e r a l a r t s , w h i l e s i m u l t a n e o u s l y 
demonstrating an awareness of A r i s t o t e l i a n s c i e n c e and i t s commentators. 
H i s survey and commendation o f the a r t s (10:37-172), coupled w i t h warm 
ap p r o v a l o f A r i s t o t l e and t h e o l o g y ("Haec nobis f i d e i s acrae m y s t e r i a 
p a n d i t " ) , r e p r e s e n t the moderate response t o the major u n i v e r s i t y 
t e n s i o n o f the p e r i o d . 
H i s p r a i s e o f Toulouse ("pulchra Tolosa") sparks an a t t a c k on the 
Cathar heresy which had found a r e c e p t i v e community t h e r e : 
Sed r e s p e r s a nota t u r p i jam fama l a b o r a t 
G e n t i s , quae c o e p i t dogmata prava s e q u i . 
Tempora n o s t r a c a r e n t l a e t i s s u c c e s s i b u s , e r r o r 
Praeceps p e r v e r t i t dogmata, j u r a , fidem. 
Gens quondam famae t i t u l i s p o l l e n s , meritorum 
Quondam l u c e micans, c u r tenebrosa p e r i s ? 
Cur F a u s t i s e q u e r i s e r r o r e s , c u r Manichaei? (5:445-51) 
In f a c t , throughout the poem Neckam r i d i c u l e s d o c t r i n e s by a s c r i b i n g 
them to "Faustus," the Manichaean teacher whom St Augustine found so 
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s h a l l o w . 
Neckam's t o p i c a l i t y i n c l u d e s h i s own country and the c a p i t a l o f the 
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w o r l d . In a passage i n t r o d u c e d by a J u v e n a l i a n c o u p l e t , h i s v o i c e 
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joins the chorus assailing abuses at Rome. His description of the English 
acknowledges their love of hunting ("prae r e l i q u i s hanc exercet venatio 
gentem"), a sport which John of Salisbury found so unwholesomely 
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addictive among courtiers, while lie highlights another famous English 
pastime, drinking, by reiterating often his own fondness for wine. 
At several points in the poem, Neckam pauses to salute the 
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delights of Bacchus," and, in comparing water to wine, he i s an out-
spoken champion of the l a t t e r , for good reason!: 
Sed ne credar aquam vino praeponere ve l l e , 
Rara deae, Bacchi sumptio crebra placet. 
Laetior est somnus post pocula laeta Lyaei; 
Plus dabit urinae potio t r i s t i s aquae. (4:554-58) 
Thus, as he surveys the earth's bountiful f r u i t s , he assigns f i r s t place 
to the vine, the wine-maker whose "deliciosum munus" pleases both gods 
and men. Neckam's rapturous verses strongly intimate his personal 
acquaintance with ruddy Bacchus: 
V i t i s dat vitam, quia vinum v i t a ; salutem 
Et das et servas,•deliciose liquor. 
Laetam n o b i l i t a t mensam praesentia v i n i , 
Quod placidum reddunt, hinc color, inde sapor. (8:31-34) 
Laus Sapientiae Divinae, for the information i t contains about i t s 
notable author and his cultural milieu, i s a work of value in i t s own 
right. It i s not simply a metrical paraphrase. When Alexander Neckam 
composed i t , his career and his l i f e were drawing to a close. His 
age, with i t s attendant anxieties, was a hindrance to secular involvements 
and even to travel. Furthermore, he feared the sea ("sed ludos, Neptune, 
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tuos exhorreo"), as he often reiterates; even his effusive praise for 
Paris, with his prediction of i t s continued glory, hints that he w i l l 
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not see the c i t y again. Thus, without surprise we find more 
reminiscence, more introspection, more personality in this poem than in 
any other work of Neckam. And that i s the way he wanted i t : 
Vive meae mentis speculum prolesque, l i b e l l e . (10:279) 
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NOTES 
^ Alexandri Neckam De Naturis Rerum l i b r i duo and De Laudibus 
Divinae Sapientiae (London 1863). Wright devotes two paragraphs (pp. 
LXXIV - LXXVI) t o i n t r o d u c i n g t h i s poem o f 6204 l i n e s , which he o f f e r s 
as an "appendix" t o the prose work. H i s e d i t i o n was s e v e r e l y c r i t i c i z e d 
by M. E s p o s i t o , "On Some Unpublished Poems a t t r i b u t e d t o Alexander 
Neckam," EHR 30 (1915) 450-71 because Wright had employed a s i n g l e 
f i f t e e n t h - c e n t u r y manuscript (London, Reg. 8. E. i x ) i n e s t a b l i s h i n g 
the t e x t , i g n o r i n g a t l e a s t t h r e e o t h e r s , i n c l u d i n g two o f the t h i r t e e n t h -
c e n t u r y : P a r i s , L a t . 11867; Cambridge, G o n v i l l e and C a i u s C o l l . 372; 
Cambridge, T r i n i t y C o l l . 580. A new e d i t i o n o f the poem was announced 
i n 1977 (see " B i b l i o g r a p h y o f E d i t i o n s " i n Speculum 52[1977] 206), but 
a p p a r e n t l y i t has been abandoned (Speculum 57[1982] 2 0 9 ) J 
2 
J.C. R u s s e l l , "Alexander Neckam i n England," EHR 47 (1932) 
260-68. T h i s a r t i c l e was r e p r i n t e d i n R u s s e l l ' s Twelfth Century Studies 
(New York 1978). Though the author noted "the s h o r t a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l 
account a t the end" o f the poem, n e i t h e r he nor o t h e r w r i t e r s on Neckam 
have a p p r e c i a t e d the e x t e n t t o which the abbot i n d u l g e d h i m s e l f i n 
p e r s o n a l r e f l e c t i o n i n Laus Sapientiae Divinae. See a l s o F.M. Powicke, 
"Alexander o f S t . Albans: A L i t e r a r y Muddle," Essays in History 
Presented to Reginald Lane Poole, ed. H.W.C. Davis (Oxford 1927). 
3 T h i s account, which r e c o r d s t h a t both i n f a n t s were nursed by 
Neckam's mother, i s r e p o r t e d by T. Tanner, Bibliotheca Britannico-
Hibernica (London 1848) 539. 
4 
2:437-462. Neckam's te n books are c a l l e d " d i s t i n c t i o n e s , " i n 
the manner o f G e r a l d o f Wales and o t h e r w r i t e r s o f the p e r i o d . 
^ Though the passage a c t u a l l y begins w i t h a phrase from Horace, 
"Mors p a l l i d a , " i t goes on t o resemble J u v e n a l ' s t e n t h s a t i r e i n 
d e p i c t i n g the a f f l i c t i o n s o f o l d age. Echoes o f the Roman poets abound 
i n Neckam's v e r s e s . 
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6 E.g. 3:966-67: "Mundus a b i t , f l u i t unda, f u g i t cum tempore v i t a / 
Unda f u g i t , f u g i u n t tempora, v i t a f u g i t . " 
' 10:293-94: "Immemor esse s u i , f a t e o r , s o l e t aegra senectus / 
D e l i r u s q u e senex i n c i p i t esse puer." 
8 Wright (at n. 1) LXXIV. 
9 
R u s s e l l (at n. 2) c i t e s recorded payments t o Neckam f o r s e r v i c e 
to K i n g John. Among h i s d u t i e s was commission o f i n q u i r y i n t o r o y a l 
r i g h t s a t K e n i l w o r t h P r i o r y . 
^ Neckam r e v e a l s h i s a n x i e t i e s i n such e x c l a m a t i o n s as " c u r i s angor 
mordacibus" (3:953) and "O quantum n o c u i t C a e s a r i s a u l a m i h i " (3:490). 
1 1 See l i n e s 1295 f f . , e s p e c i a l l y 1463-1522, i n John o f S a l i s b u r y ' s 
" E n t h e t i c u s de dogmate philosophorum," ed. Ronald E. P e p i n , T r a d i t i o 
31 (1975) 177-83; John of H a u v i l l e ' s " A r c h i t r e n i u s , " ed. P a u l G. Schmidt 
(Munich 1974) 189-92; l i n e s 115 f f . o f the p r e f a t o r y v e r s e s t o N i g e l ' s 
Contra Curiales et O f f i c i a l e s C l e r i c o s , ed. A. Boutemy ( P a r i s 1959) 
146-47. 
12 
R.W. Hunt, " E n g l i s h L e a r n i n g i n the Late T w e l f t h Century," TRHS 
19 (1936) 25. Hunt p o i n t s out t h a t Neckam i s "the f i r s t person i n the 
West t o know both the G r e c o - L a t i n and A r a b i c - L a t i n t r a n s l a t i o n s o f 
A r i s t o t l e " and "one a t l e a s t o f the S a l e r n i t a n d o c t o r s . " urso o f 
C a l a b r i a i s mentioned by name i n Laus Sapientiae Divinae, 4:235. 
^ 3 10:337: " A u d i v i canones, Hippocratem, cum G a l i e n o . " 
14 
Roger Bacon admired Neckam's work, though he r e f u s e d t o acknow-
ledge him an a u t h o r i t y . See the "Compendium S t u d i i P h i l o s o p h i a e " i n 
F r . Rogeri Bacon, Opera Inedita, ed. J.S. Brewer (London 1859) 457. 
^ Neckam c l a i m s t o rescue an e a g l e t c a s t a s i d e by i t s p a r e n t because 
i t r e f u s e d t o gaze d i r e c t l y a t sunbeams. T h i s p r a c t i c e o f e a g l e s had 
been d e s c r i b e d i n the t w e l f t h - c e n t u r y Physiologus, which Neckam used as 
a source. See T.H. White, The Bestiary (New York 1960) 107. 
1 6 2:807-34. 
2:621-22: " F i c t a canam, q u i a f i c t a S o l e n t quandoque juv a r e / 
Sed r e n u i t magnas f a b u l a p a r v a moras." 
1 8 E.g. 2:695-98; 4:516-17. 
19 
Neckam c l e a r l y addresses a monastic audience i n a passage on bees 
s t o r i n g honey i n c e l l s : " C e l l u l a v i t a t i b i , candide l e c t o r , e r i t " 
(9:246) . 
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2 0 E.g. 1:551; 2:483; 3:939; 5:323; 6:334; 7:286; 8:120; 9:175. 
21 
Other w r i t e r s , n o t a b l y John o f S a l i s b u r y , employed l e a r n e d 
a l l u s i o n s and pseudonyms t o r e i n f o r c e the e l i t i s m , the i n t e l l e c t u a l 
s e l e c t i v i t y o f a c l i q u e . See Janet M a r t i n , "Uses o f T r a d i t i o n : G e l l i u s , 




3:961-62: "Quamvis e x i l i r e c r e o me carmine, carmen / E x p e l l i t 
c u r a s l a e t i t i a m q u e p a r i t . " 
24 
Z o i l u s , the c r i t i c o f Homer, had been c i t e d as a c e n s o r i o u s 
type by Ovid (.Remedia Amoris, 365) and M a r t i a l (2:16 e t al.) among 
c l a s s i c a l w r i t e r s . The name was synonymous w i t h envy and d e t r a c t i o n i n 
t w e l f t h - c e n t u r y L a t i n s a t i r e . T. Wright i n c l u d e d "De Mauro e t Z o i l o " 
i n Latin Poems Commonly Attributed to Walter Mapes (London 1841) 
243-50. 
25 
Ed. C.C.J. Webb (Oxford 1929) 136. Cf. Neckam's De naturis re-
rum p. 123 i n Wright's e d i t i o n . The aphorism has sparked a c o n s i d e r a b l e 
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